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(57) Abstract 



\ A method and apparatus for incentive points management is disclosed. The 
present invention provides a method and apparatus for .incentive jttk>ts management 
}>ased*oh usage bf^comrjufeffeed' resources, in ^e*'efm>c&inSe^ based 
points can also be awar<ied... Briefly, a threshold value is used for awarding points 
such that points are awarded for use of a resource over a predetermined threshold 
value (410). For example, 'if a particular Web site rs accessed via a participating 
network for 20 contiguous minutes (41 Q)' a predetermined number of incentive points 
are awarded (420). Incentive points can then be awarded in 20 minute increments 
or on a different scale. In one embodiment, incentive points are awarded to both the 
user and to an organization to which the user belongs. In one embodiment, affinity 
points are awarded in addition to incentive points. Affinity points are awarded based 
on more active participation (440). For example, affinity points can be awarded for 
purchases of particular items or purchases of particular amounts. Affinity points can 
also be awarded for specific actions, for example, switching telephone long distance 
providers, filling out an online survey form, or making a purchase online instead of 
through traditional channels (430). 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR 
INCENTIVE POINTS MANAGEMENT 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to incentive point management. More particularly, 
the present invention relates to an integrated system and incentive points management 
scheme that awards points based, at least in part, on utilization of computerized resources. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Current incentive points schemes are typically based on awards for purchases, for 
example, frequent flyer programs. One such computerized implementation of such a 
scheme is disclosed in U.S. Patent No. 5,774,870 entitled "FULLY INTEGRATED, ON- 
LINE INTERACTIVE FREQUENCY AND AWARD REDEMPTION PROGRAM" 
issued to Thomas W. Storey ('870 Patent). However, the '870 Patent provides awards for 
purchases only. Therefore, a participant must be a consumer of related products and must 
be in the market to purchase the products. Thus, non-consuming individuals are not 
provided with the incentive points, which may result in a less than optimal audience for 
the provider of the incentive points. 

— Another incentive programis-disclo^din ULS_£atent No. -5,294,21.0 entitled. - 

"ATTENTION BROKER^GE^'i&sued fb^G61dhabet; , et^t. l f 210 Patent). The '210 
" Patent i^based ofi a^Sbrifcept of "negatively priced irifoi^tion'Mhat requires a jiarticipaht 
to actively choose to be involvedju? advertising. The '210 Parent further discloses ^ ,! ! 
concept of "orthogonal sponsorship" whfere sponsorship in the form of advertising is not 
linked, to specific programming/?^ use^chooses to be subjected to Advertising in 6rcler u t6 
. receive an award. Thus; thd '210 patent. describes a system that is solely driven by ■ * 
individual user's explicit participation on a spot-by-spot basis. However, many people 
actively avoid advertisements by, for e^&mple, channel surfing during commercial breaks 

. .. >m In general, the incentive to view an individual ad as the result of incentives provided 
in accordance with the '210 patentwilL.be insufficient' to^chieve significant success. This 
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system is best suited to the limited audience of Active consumers of a specific product. 
However, this audience is not the primary target of traditional "Brand imaging" mass 
! market advertisers! Indeed, it is spbnsorbd content (linked) associations and the repeated 
presentation of brand image messages that creates the "Brand awareness" and "Brand 
associations" that mass market advertisers seek. Because the incentive program disclosed 
in the '210 patent requires active participation to begin involvement, the distribution of 
participation may be less than desired by marketing parties, or the cost per impression 
niay be too high, or bbth. J ^ j • n . o ; -r < • .-r. * 

i - \^at is needed is a dynamic, fle 
monitors actions by users of computing- devices and does hot interfere with use of the 
r computer isysterh or other device while effecting brahd-imagie or other impressions and or 
messages on a target audience. : : ^ / : : . - . -j 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENT! ON y ; ) - ^ 

A method and apparatus foFincefr tl^ described. Use of a 

Vt Computerized resource by a user is passively' iribriitored.-'Ihceritive points are awarded 
based, at least in part, on use of the computerized 'resource by the use* wheri~the use- 
exceeds a jprddetermined threshold value. ; K balance of incentive ^bints foi the user is 
matin'taii^d based ^ " •'I'.iv.l * o;:: _. •"r:-.f-:;^.«ci,-. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS ' ; , . ; : 

The pte^ent invention is illustrated by way of example, and not by way of * 
limitation in the figures of the accompanying drawings in which like reference numerals 
refer to similar elements. - ' ' {r 

' Figure 1 is one embodiment of a computer system suitable for use with the* 
present invention. 

Figure! is one embodiment of a network configuiatibn suitable for use with the 
present invention. v " ■ ' ' i; 1 ' - - . r- 

-2- 
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Figure 3 is one embodiment of a network operations center, coupled to :a network 
suitable for use with the present inventioi). . . t . . ^ ■ f v - >; , . 

Figure 4 is a flow chart for awarding incentive points, according. to one embodiment 
of the present-invention. ^ fJ; , ;; , - ; . - : 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION - :: ^ : ..; C; , . , v ;v,.., ;* ; r , . r 

A method and apparatusTor inperitive points; management is described.. In the 
following description, for purposes of explanation, numerous specific details, are set forth 
in order to provide a thorough understanding of the; present invention. It \vill be apparent, 
however, to one skilled in the art that the, present; invention can ip practiced without these 
specific details. J n other, instances^stmc in block diagram form 

in order to avoid obscuring the present invention. , , . . . f , 

Reference in the specification to "one embodiment" or "an embodiment" means 
that a particular feature, structure, or characteristic described in corjnp^tion with th^ 
embodiment is included Th<e appearances of 

the phrase "in one em^dirr^ent" in ^riou^ places, in the specif^ation are not necessarily 
aji refemngto Ae.s^e N embodi^ment, -var-- ; . ■ , -■ , t . ^ ; r 

r . . The present invention p*;ovj4es ji method and apparatus for incentive ppjnts 
management based on usage of cqmp^riz^d^SRiirc^s t , In one embodiment, non-usage 
based points can also be awarded. Briefly, a threshold value is used for awarding points 
such that points are awarded for use of 3, resource over a predetermined threshold value. 
Forexample, if a particular group of Web page are accessed via a participating network for 
: ;1 2Q minutes a predetermined nurnber of incentive points are awarded, Incentive points can 
then be awarded in 20 minute increments or on a different scale. In one embodiment, 
incentive points are awarded to both the user and to an .organization to, whicl) the user 
belongs. . , 

. . Jn one .embodiment, affinity, points are ; awarded in addition to incentive points. 
Affinity points are awarded based on more active participation. For example, affinity 
points can be awarded for purchases of particular items or purchases of particular 

-3- 
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' amounts. Affinity points can aiso°be awarded 1 for specific actions, for example, switching 
telephone long distance providers,' filling out an online survey form, making a purchase 
online instead of through traditional chanhels, dr for purchasing front a specific source 
either online or bff-lirie. " ,f " : ' *' ' w J - { ' . i'-v.-- ■ >■ . 

• Figure I' is one embodiment' of a computer system suitable for use with the present 
invention. The computer system of Figure Fcan be usied iri vanous capacities with the 
present invention. For example, the computer system can be a terminal used by a user to 
access local or remote resources, the computer sy stein can be ; a server providing remote 
access to a resource, or the computer system ban be a proxy server providing access to 
remote computer systems. v,i : fi e Uj J ' j 

r 0 CoVrifSitef system 1 00 i ricludfes biis 101 dr other communication device for : 
communicating information arid processor '102 cbupied to bus 101 for processing ; 
information. Computer system 1 00 further iticiud^ randorii access memory (RAM) or 
r ' other dynamic storage bevice'l ()4 (referred to as main memory), coupled to bus 1 01 for 
r storing information ^ 102; Mairimeniory 104 

alsb can be used for storing temporary variables or "other intermediate irifonfidtibh during 
execution of instructions by processor 102. 'CbmpUter sysiem read only 

memory (ROM) r ahd/br bthefr static storage device 1<D6' coupled to bus lx)t for storing static 
Mrifoitaatiori arid ihsfructibris foi* pjroc^dr id^; 15^a k6rage A devi'ce 1074s l coupKd to bus 
:? s 101 "for stbrirtg* iiifonhatidri ahd'instrUctibils:" k ~- ~ w- 

Data storage device 107 such as a magnetic disk or optical disc and corresponding 
drive can be coupled to computer system 100. Computer system 100 can also be coupled 
f Via bus 101 to display device 121, such as a cathode' ray' tube (<CRT) or liquid crystal display 
(LCD), for displaying information to a computer user. Alphanumeric input device 122, 
J iricludrng alph^umeric arid other keys, is typically coupled to bus 101 for coirimunicating 
information and cdnirnand selections to processor 102. Another type of user in^ut device is 
: cursor control 123 \ such as a mouse, a trackball, 6r J cursor direction keys foi* communicating 
1 direction information and bbriiriiafid selections to processor 1 02 and for controlling cursor 
movement on display 121. 

-4- 
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: . Corpputersystem 1 00 further includes ne^wo^k, interface 1 30 to provide, access to a 
network, suph as : a local area network. Ope embodiment of 
t0 th S use;, of ,cqniputer system : ] 00 to provide .all, or ; a portion of ,an: inceptive ppints 
management scheme. According tt> one embodiment, dynamic incentive points v . ,; 
.ipanag^ment is performed by. one or more computer systems in response,. tp.processor(s) 
executing sequences of ins^ 

Insti}ictions : are ; provided to memory from a storage device, such.as magnetic disk, a 
.read-only :meniory (ROM) integratQ^cirpmt, CD : ROM,J)yD, via a.rernqte.qonn^ction 
. ,(<?£., qvpr a network via network int^rfecf 130), etc. In, alternative embQdiments, hard- 
wired circuitry can be used in place of or in combination with software, instrqctions to 
implerpent.the^prc invention is not limited to any 

specific cpmjbjnation of ^ : 

. : Figu^ ispne ^bo4im(?nt anetwork, ^Q^gw^tipn 5ui^bJe^fpr usp, with #e 
; r P re sent invention. The cpnfigur^icm of Fig^r^ is describejiiq terais cf both, land based 
; (^mipimications and satellite coipjmtni^ pf communication is 

r r .npt ce^al $ th$.pr?$^ is applicable to any 

■■■■v':- ; in ter^^ that prpyidp access to local and remote resources... 

v i WV}?' 3 ^? network 2Q0 provides an interconnection between multiple .local area 
■:.«c 2 ?9 and 23p), indi^ 2$^wdl pne^more network 

operations centers (e.g., 250). In one embodiment, yndp area n.etv/prk gQ,0. is the Internet; 
f however, syiy yyide area network (WAN) or other interconnection can be used to 
irnpleipent wide area network 200 : 0 

■ v Terminal 260 is aji individual terminal that provides access. to network, resources as 
. well ^JopaJ resources for.a user thereof. In one embodiment, terminal 260 is. a personal 
; computer corrected to wide area network 200 via a modem, a wireless. connection, etc. 
. ,. ; Altern^tively,4erminal 260 can be a set-top box.such as a WebJV™ terminal available 
... . . frprpSpi)y Electronics, Inc. of Park Ridge, New Jersey, or a set-top box using a cable 
. .modem to acc,ess.a.netwo^ 260 can be a "dumb" 
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terminal or a thin client device' such as'theThiriSTAR™ available from NetWork 
Gbmputing Devi^^ 

Local area network 220 provides an interconnection of devices at a local level. For 
example; local area network 220 can interconnect multiple computer^, printers, and other 
devices within one 6r more buildings/ Local area network 220 is cdupled to wide area 
network 200; Similarly, local area n^ 

Hd^ever, Total area hdtwbrk 230 is coupled to satellite eoirimuriications devices 240 as 
well as wide areai network 200. ' v !v -' { ' » ^ -".r^. > j 
; ; ; 1 Network 6perations l center r 250' is coupled td< wid§ larea -network '200 arid provides 
access to network resources for terminal BffO, 1 local area network 220 and Ideal-area 
netw6rk : '230/^€bmmunic between network cbmniuhicatioris center 250 iand either 
* terniinal 260 or locai area network 220 is^accomplished by wid6 area network 200. ; As 
described in greater detan b6ldW; network dperatiOT and local area network 230 

coriifiiumeat^ 

Tn one embodiment multiple servers (not- . 

shown in ; Figure 2) that provide aekes^^ For example; in an 

Internet service provider (ISP) implementation, network operations cerit£f'25© r c&Ji include 
; i : Web ptoXyYerverttat^^ Web) for 

demises &\bZ&ax&ntM^ &eitfdtfc 
operatibiiis'cOTtef 250 Can klsd^infclude btiier deVidesVsucIr^s amiddleware server or & file 
servefthkt provide uiiforinatibhtb devices coiipled tb rietwofic o|>eratidhs Center- 2501 

In one esrhbodimeht, iriiormaiion is commtiriibated between ri'etwotk opet atioins 
center 250 and 1 loc&l area network 230 via uni-tak; multicast or bVoadcast satellite J - L 
communications devices 240, which inieludies necessary Components tb'provid^C : 
\ibmmiiriiCatibns betweeri network opferatiohs^ center 150 and local area nfetwbrk 230i In 
one embodiment, satellite cohA Transmission Cbntrol 

Prdtbcol/Iriternef Protocol (T0P/I^) efnbedded within a digital video broadcast (DVB) 
streaiiti; however, alternative t'oni^ be used. In one emfeddiment, 

satellite cbirimunicatioris aire oi-diiectional? : Alternatively^ if satellite cbmniuriications are 
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uni-directional ? wide area network 200 can be used to ; provide a hybrid, asymmetric bi- 
directional communications system such as the Sky Surfer™ platform, available from .Gilat 
Satellite Networks, Inc. of McLean, Virginia. ; : , >,-. - > ( 

>. Figure 3 is one .embodiment of a t network pperations center. coupled to a network 
suitable for use with jthe present indention;. Uftth respect to description of Figure 3, wide 
area, network 200 and satellite corrwuni cations, devices 240 are implemented as described 
above in Figure 2.; -Notwithstanding being described as including certain types of servers 
and other devices, network operations center 250 can include different or. additional 
^components, as y/ell as f myl)Liple components' for example, multiple r web servers. Each 
server can be one or mone software an4^)rthard>yare component^ . v ; 
< ; <; ; -Network operations centeri(NOG),23,Q provides resou^gs to Ipcal/ar^aviiQ^opks 
and individual terminals (not sh^wn i^FigurA3)}as ; well^ as a gatevyay^taa larger network 
such as theJnternet. Thus; network pperation% center^ ■ 
controlled^ setof resoAnx#s.\vhil£l^^ * v This ^.particularly, 

advantageous^ (^situations where^s^ Q^^^wal^rea. networks are. somewhat 
homogenous-; Eor >exarnpte* ^t^dentsi^ ^ii^ila.r grade Revels* professionals, and other shared 

i'v-'a : ,f A^dif^alu^e^^ 2 an^.jthe ; network operations 

Renter 0f FigurfeJ \cw \>§$mi&, ijM^oBaJ^ fSSB^ i S^ ti ?9 ^JW?fcl?r $$J 2 . J§*9 \fy (59PAV. 
~ : entitled,.^ 

DIST,RIRUi;iO^ OVER A MULTJGAST -ENABLED ^JQE/ARBA NETJWPRK/VU.S. 

. Patent application number 09/216,018^002), e^title^ ^ArMEJHOD AND ; 
APPARATUS FOR : SUBPORTINp r ArMULTICA$J RESPQNSE TQ^UNICAST 
REQUEST FOR DATA/' ^pd U. S, Patent application number 0^/2 1 3 ,6 ^ 4 ^entitled "AN 
ENTITY MODEL THAT ENABLE? PRIVILEGE TRA(CfCING ACRQSS MULTIPLE 
TERMINALS" all of which are^assigped to the corporate assignee.of th^pre^ent invention. 
■ ; i v n : >NOGTOuter;5Q0 is coupled;to NOCLAN SOSjansd.prqyides muting and. fireball 

r r functionality for the servers and other components pfnejwqrk, operations center250. 
.NOQrouter 300 can be implemented ,ip any .manner known in the art.. In. one embodiment, 
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*-* database 360 is' coupled to NOC LAN 305: Database 360 can be used, for example, to 
• storearifdrmatiori about' authorized users of associated local area networks, or to store 
inforrh&tion about resources that are available on each terminal connected to the network. 
Database 360 cath also be used to store statistics about network usage, advertisements to 
be do wnloaded to devices of the local area networks; etc. in one embodiment database 360 
is used to maintain incentive anii/6r affinity point balances for multiple Users and/or 
multiple organizations. Data store 365 represents data stored by database 360 and 6an be 
one or more physical devices and logical data tables. 1 In one embodiment, data store 365 is 
used to maihtaiiMriceritive and/of affinity' point' balances. , ; v; 

Master proxy server 370 is also coupled to NOC LAN 305 to provide World Wide 
■ Web; resources to devices of the connectedJoc^l area 'network(s) or individual terminals. In 
one embodiment web server 3 10 is a HypenfextMaricup Language- (HTML) and/or Secure 
Sock6ts Layer (SSL) Server: 5 Of course, Web 'seiner 3 10 can be another type of server. 
Web cache 320 is 1 used 1 to sfore Web' resources Web pages) that are most often 
accessed, most recently* accessed^ Web cache 320 stores a ■ 

-predetermined set'bf Web resourcfethiEU af£ : ^ local are** networks: In a " 

school network environment, the cache'd j Web : resources' bah T be; for example, a jpreapproved 
set of Web'pages. In one embboim^ 320 are 

replicated 6u T lbcal f Wtwoiks.-' v " rj ' Jl i v^ee-riv/ orx;r/n '* 1 • : ' : " ' - — '"-< T ' 

n'& Middleware server 330 iiikhages -database appl Stations in network- bperiatiohs center 
: 150. For example, middleware server 330'bah determine which liseis havei access to Web 
1 server '310. In one embodiment, n^ddleware 1 server ^30 is central iri tlie incentive arid/or 
-affinity points management scheme of the present invention.- Middleware served 330 can 
also be replicated on local area networks, such as Ideal area networks 220 and 230 of Figure 
; 2, while'providing the incentive arid/or affinity puihis management scheme of the present 
invention. Operation of middleware server 330 in connection with the presenf invetion is 
• described in greater detail below. ' ' - ! 

in one embodiment Mddlcware server 330 provides management of incentive - 
arid/or affinity points. Middleware server 330xkn taariage points by monitoring user 
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sessions as the sessions occur (i.e.dynamic points managementXor by evaluating sessions 
after the end of the respective sessions (i.e., retroactiyje.pfointSjm With either 

monitoring scheme, middleware server 3 30 stores point infoimatipn in database 360. 
Points can also l>e awarded .according to both dynamic ,aniJ retroactive schejnes.y. : ~.- 

Application server, 340 provides applications programs to devices coupled to 
network operations center 250. .Application s&ry§r-34Q conceptually, represents itwo : 
different types of seiyers.; Application server 340 : can be part. of ; a client-server 
architecture where the s^er provides, .^t^ to -.a client ^e.g., HTML) s^rver^ e-mail server, 
bulletin board server). Application server 340 can also be a software; distribution and 
.management seryen ; ■. • ^ _ . « * oo^-kou ?A v ■ -«*,-,■■< ; sv^f; f- 

: r For dynamic incentive points management, jxuddleware : s£rver jSflO.awards points as 
the points, are earned. For ; example, if a user £ccesge& a participating A cop)^utieri?ed 
resource for a predetermined period ,.of. tiipe.,the use;?? incentive .ppjnts^al^iGe stored in 
database 360 is incremented at tlje end of : ^ej?iredet€rmin In such an 

embodiment, a point balance c^. be t cpptjauQqsjy $splayecl tot^iiser, which provides 
immediate y feedb^ck tQ the user w^sn;i^9ep^yetpp}i>ts are earned effecting- -a slot machine or 
lotto s^le feedback.. Affinity points caatenia#aged in.a simtfa£ ( manneri w ; . 
• ; , For. retroactive ^ 330 ^na^es^session logs 

after the session is completed to determine whether points > ^h9u^-.^aw^^ed >: ,In J pne 
embodiment, ;oiiddleware : server 330 usesjasgs^n ide^itifipr T 4pf a p^lte^lar session to 
identify the user to which, points should be^awarded, if apprpprjate. The session identifier 
is also used to analyze logs of other. sen/ers ? -such qs ma^f^oxy server 370, to determine 
whether, the user accessed participating computerized; sources and information related to 
the access (Q.g., length of access, transactions completed, information provided). In v 
. response to the session analysis, points are awarded by middleware server 330 and stored 
. in database 360. , v , - - r K *;■->,*-. ;.. f:i 

Figure 4 is a flow chart for awarding incentive ppints according $ox>ne embodiment 
of the present invention. Jn. one embodiment .a. clj^ntapplicjatipn used to access 
computerized resources determines : whert a user. Recesses: a resource that is participating in 
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the incentive points scheme at 400. In- alternative embodiments, mother devices, such as a 
• : middleware server .or : the computerized resource determine when the user accesses a 
participating resource! In one" embodiment, only authorized users that are included in the 
incentive points management scheme are monitored as described with respect to Figure 4. 

The device "monitoring. user access to a participating device determiries whether 
iaccess time exceeds a predetermined threshold time at 41 0? Requiring a minimal threshold 
time is not necessary'to implement-an incentive points management scheme; however, such 
a threshold value improves the likelihood that accesses for which incentive points are 
awarded are significant to the provider of the resource.* < ' ; ^ > t 

Incentive points are awarded at 420 if access to the; -computerized resource exceeds 
the predetermined threshold value. I r n one eitabodirherit,' a 1 middleware server causes a 
database at a network operations center to' iticr^se the balance of incentive points for the 
user accessing the'coniputefized resource; Alteirhatively^the middleware server and/or the 
database maintaining 'the incentive p^ilits balahc^ for the u$tr can bereplicated toa local 
area network oh which the user i$ Using a tfentilnal td ^c6ess the' fcdiripiiterized resource. In 
ah alternative embddiment, tfte'cliefit-'appfi^ 

embodiment , the client application sends a'ttfessage* to the middlfewarev^Wer at the 
conclusion of a session t6'ref>drt incentive and/or affinity pointibalance chaftges. >Thfe 
* middleware- serve? 'in ; furnt cK^ges''^ihi l &alailces' aceoMinglyt^ ;r ' ^ jcrn-jt- sv; 

:n User activity r is monitored at 430 aftef : the initial incentive points atfe awarded. 
Additional incentive points are a\varded, if appropriate at 440. Additional incentive points 
beyond the initial incentive points-awarded cfan be "awarded on a different schedule than the 
initial incentive points! For example, incentive points cari<be awarded 1 on a-minute-by- 
v minute Hasis^ or incentive points can be awarded based ; on a different threshold value. In 
one embddirheni, a predetermined number of iritentive'points are awarded to a user for 
each 20-minute period that the user' accesses a participating resource. - > ' 

In one embodiment incentive point balances r are maintained for individual users and 
^ an additional incentive point balance is maintained for 'an organization td which multiple 
users belohg. Foi 1 example, multiple students in a school system can have acbess to one or 
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more terminals such as terminal 260. of Figure- 2, or the terminals can be included in local 
area networks 220 or 230 of .Figure 2. : The students can individually^ have incentive points 
balances and the. school that the students attend can haye an incentive points balance that 
is based, at least in.part, on the individual student incentive balances^ i . 

; -:-i.In one embodiment an organization automatically receives anincrease its incentive 
.point balance that.is equal to the sum of the incentive points e^-ned; by members of the 
. ; , organization over a predetermined period of time. For example, at the end pf each month a 
school can automatically 1 receive the . nimber students of that 

school. The number of points received; by the organization is .not required to be equal to 
the number of points earned by ;membe^s A pfthe prganization;; : .; vtij ; >, 
< z . , The organization can distribute .points either manually (e.g., as awards for an essay 
contest) or automatically ...(e,g,j by the middleware server baset} on. attendance data) ^ The 
organization can also redeem the /points; for organizational purposeSi. r.Redemption of: . 
,- incentive points is described, in greater detail [below,- QfjCpurse^ vothersehernes for 
distribution of .incentive, points tQ;prga^izations, can ajso be implemented. 

; Jn qnejernbodi^enta pj^ to be distributed 

over^a;;predetermined periodjof time.r ^Q? Pxample,,one million points can be allotted over a 
three nipnthi period v In one embodiments! during the; predet^miine.d period $f time points 
are distributed as described aboye^ pe?i°d of time, any 

excess points are automatically; distributed .eyealy^^ 

Alternatively, the excess points.are automjatically distributed tp the participating 
. , t . . : organizations feased on the number of points earned by members t pf pach organization. In 
another alternative* excess points are distributed using a, lottery, system. 
: - u , , , In tone embodiment,, in? additionitp awarding incentive- points as described above, the 
present invention also ; awards affinity points based on predetermined criteria Affinity 
points can be awarded for specific transactions entered into by^^sers. For example, if a 
' t student purchases* a personal ccpiputpr, set-top box, qr r thin client for educational use, the 
, : « student can be awarded affinity points that can be used in association with an educational 
v t network, , such as4he network described aboye^thatis^sed for f educational purposes. 

-11- 
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Affinity points are awarded by, -on in behalf of, sponsors that are associated with the 
network on which the user can' fearn incentive points. 

In one embodiment, affinity point balances are maintained in a^sirhilar manner as 
incentive point balances are maintained. Affinity points can be exchanged for incentive 
points rather than being used for separate purposes'.- In one embodiment, affinity pioints 
are automatically awarded to an organization to which individual users are associated. 

In one embodiment, points earned during a predetermined period of time must be 
redeemed during the predetermined period of time or their value is lost. For example, 
points can be earned by students during a quarter or semester and lose their value if not 
redeemed during the quarter or semester. Alternatively, each individual point can have an 
independent life span during which the point is valid. Of course, points can also be valid 
indefinitely. 

In one embodiment, the validity of either individual points or groups of points are 
maintained on a middleware server and stored in the data store 356 in a network operations 
center. As described above, the middleware server can be replicated to a local server. 
Validity of points can also be maintained on a terminal used by a user, for example, by a 
client application that the user uses to earn points. If point balances are maintained by the 
client application, the client application can communicate point balances to the middleware 
server for storage when the user is not using the client application. 

Incentive and/or affinity points can be redeemed in one or more of the following 
manners. An award pool can be determined at the beginning of a predetermined period of 
time. Points can be redeemed for the awards in the award pool either through an auction or 
through a fixed redemption schedule. Points can be redeemed at an online store that 
provides awards at fixed prices like an ordinary store. 

Points can be used as part of a bartering process. For example, points can be 
traded for goods and/or services in an open market environment. For example, a chat room 
can be established for trade and/or redemption of points. Points can be redeemed for cash 
or a cash equivalent, such as electronic case (e-cash), coupons and/or gift certificates. 
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In the foregoing specification, the present invention has been described, with - 
reference to specific embodiments thereof, . It will, however, be evident that various . 
modifications and changes. can be made thereto without departing from. the broader spirit 
and scope of the invention. The specification and drawings are, accordingly, to : be. regarded 
in an illustrative rather than a restrictive sense., { . . . 
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CLAIMS - • ? ' = ..i. *.! ... v ' : 

What is claimed is:* " ' ^ < 1 w ■ i " ?v 

i> i ; r^7 A meth^'d of incentive points mahageriient, the method comprising: 
passi vely monitoring use of a computerised resource by a user; ^ 
- ' x awarding incentive points based, at least in part, oriuse of the computerized 
resource; and . . < ^ v: ; 

maintaining a balance of incentive points for the user based on a predetermined set 
of pdlfdies. "* ■* , -'- J « v/ - ■■■ --!■■.' 

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising awarding points based on a 
; predeterhiihed aetiori fokeh by : the' user with tlie computerized resource. 

3. The method of claim 2 wherein the predetermined action comprises an 

■ t; bhliri6 interaction^ ,, ! * J " Z ■ 

;* .» * .: - -c v • >. . ' i-'\o ju:rno.ofto/:i i<r.><-JV *kji ^/i" 

4. - The method of claimH fuithef wherein 6hB or more 6f the^ predetermined 
policies comprises expiration periods for the incentive points. y " j ,jr -- : ; ' J " a [ff { 

5. The method of claim 1 wherein one or more of tKe'predetemnned policies 
comprises maintaining an incentive point balance for an organization with which the user is 
associated. r ' r ~' v • ' - - r ' : 7 " fl '^'-^ r —'i' : * * s 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein one or more of the predetermined policies 
comprises redeeming incentive pbirits for awards. •' - - , 1 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the threshold value comprises a period of 
time.' " ^ • - y ' y >- - ' ' ^-- S< r ni " V ;! ? > r ■ 
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8. The method of claim 1 wherein the threshold value comprises a number of 
interactions with a predetermined set of computerized resources. . [■■ - 



. ., 9.,., . , . . The method of claim 1 /wherein the incentive points are maintained on a 
storage device coupled to a network operations center and a f device that the u§er is using is 
coupled to a lopal.area network, . and further \yherein the computerized resource is external 
to the local area network. 

1 0. The method of claim 9 wherein the device accesses the computerized f 
resource via a network operations center. 

1 1 . The. method pf.clairo, ? \yherein the storage device is replicated to the local 
area network. 

12. An apparatus for ince£ti^,pj>mts, : ^ the apparatus comprising: 
means for passively monitoring use of a computerized resource by a user; 

:_ w< . v : ,jp^ansjbr ; avy^dii^g inpentiye ppints based, at least; in part 5; on use of the 
computerized resource ; ^nd y: ^ /tJn . - , > ; i; 

means for maintaining a balance of incen ive points for the user based on a set of 
. . .pr^et^^ipgd t .policie& Vi .. , |f , . JiVi , : c ; . ; (i .; r: v : .< v ■ 

13. The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising means for awarding points 
based on a predetermined action taken by the user with the computerized resource. 

1 4. The apparatus of claim 1 3 wherein the predetermined aption comprises an 
online interaction with the computerized resource. 

15. The apparatus of claim 12 further wherein the predetermined policy , . 
comprises expiration periods for the incentive points. 

-15- 



BNSDOCIO: <WO 0036541A1 I > 



WO 00/36541 



PCT/US99/30131 



16. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein the predetermined policy comprises 
maintaining an incentive point balance for an organization with which the user is 
associated. 

' > 17.,^ The apparatus of r elaim ; r2 wherein the ^predetermined policy comprises 
redeeming incentive points for a\vards-. : K j * ■>■■ . ^ , 

1 8. The apparatus of claim 1 2 wherein the threshold value comprises a period 
of time; 1 r * ;o ^..v,^- v . • 1 - 

.■*.■> vi ; * ..'c-.-'iO'j *■. # ii r 1 "'/ ■.■"..■*■ . ■ ■ • - - *. ' x 

19. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein the threshold value comprises a number 
of interaction's 5 with* a pVedetermined : set of computerized "resources;" : 

20. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein the incentive points are maintained on a 
storage" device coupled "to a network operations center iahd a' device that the user is using is 
coupled to a local area* network, iarid further Whereih the ttfmputdrized resource is external 
to the local area network. i ^ 

* r ! rr 2 IV- : • ^ ; Th r fe ? apparalra- of r 6Mm r 20 Svfierah' the tiefriee accesses the computerized 
resource via a network operations center. 2 ^ ^ 5 « '"' 

221 "* Tft£ apparatus of claim 20 1 wherein tHb storage device is replicated to the 
local area network. " 1 ' ' 

' 23. "~ A'mSchirie-readable medium having stored thereon sequences of instructions 
' that when executed by a pfd^ ( . ■ 

passively monitor use of a computerized resource by a user; 
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award incentive points based, at least in part, on use of the computerized resource; 

and ., . . - ,~ . - . - ; , . . .. .... - 

. maintain a balance of incentive points .for, the : user based, on a set of predetermined 
policies. 

, r 24. . m The machine^readable: mediumrof claim :23 further comprising sequences of 
instructions that when executed cause the processor., to award.points based on a v 
predetermined action taken by the user with the computerized resource. 

25. The machine-readable medium of claim 24 wherein the predetermined action 
comprises an online interaction with the computerized resource. 

26. The machine-readable medium of claim 2} fu^thej- .whe^in^th^ . = , . : ; 
predetermined policy comprises expiration periods for the incentive points. 

r." ' - v v ry. n." ^d? aryutiv/ 5. \ • ;a^y; ")' J 

. ; ■ : . : 27. ( . (i ^TJse mf^^npr^^bj^. m^j^m Qf clppn 23 wherein t^e,pr^eteanined ? 
policy coi^giises maintaining apinpeixtive ppirit b^lapce X pr ap org^nizatiqn.with which the 
user is associated. , r , , , r . t 

; 28.. . . A { vThe, machme-re^d^^ 23 wherein the predetermined 

policy comprises redeeming incentive points fp£,awapd$. s i(n v . 

f . ;! 29. r/; Jhe machine-reacted 
comprises a period of time. .. . r 

, : 3.0. The machine-readably medium of claim 23 Ay^erein. t|i9 threshold value 
comprises a number of interactions with a. predetermined set of computerized resources. 
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r; v: 31. v The machine-readable medium of claim 23 wherein the incentive points are 
maintained on a storage device coupled to a network operations center and a device that the 
user is using is coupled to a local area network, and further wherein the computerized 

' J resource is external to the local area network. : 

32. The machine-readable medium of claim 31 wherein the device accesses the 
computerized resource via a network operations center. > ; 

33. The machine-readable medium of claim 31 wherein the storage device is 
replicated to the local area network. 

34. A wide area network of devices comprising: 

a first local area network having a computerized resource; 

a second local area network having a terminal used by a user to access the 
computerized resource; 

wherein incentive points are awarded to the user based, at least on part, on whether 
use of the computerized resource exceeds a predetermined threshold. 

35. The wide area network of claim 34, wherein the predetermined threshold is 
a period of time. 

36. The wide area network of claim 34 wherein the predetermined threshold is a 
number of transactions. 

37. The wide area network of claim 34, further wherein incentive points are 
awarded to the user based, at least in part, on the user performing a predetermined 
interactions with the computerized resource. 
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38. , The wide area network of claim 34' further comprising a network operations 
center having a database to maintain one or more incentive points balances. ; , 

39. The wide area network of claim 38 > wherein the network operations center is 
replicated on the second local area network. 

40. The wide area network of claim, 38. wherein the database maintains one or 
more point balances for an organization with which the user is associated. 
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